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Increased secretion of parathyroid hormone (PTH) is an invari-
able and early consequence of chronic renal failure, and its
pathogenesis has engaged a great deal of attention. The rate of
hormone secretion by the parathyroid, as of any endocrine gland,
is the product of the average rate of hormone secretion by each
individual cell and the total number of participating cells, but
much more attention has been given to the regulation of hormone
secretion than to the regulation of cell number [1J. Although the
main physiologic stimulus to PTH hypersecretion is hypocalcemia,
the response to a particular calcium level depends on the secre-
tory set-point. This is usually defined arbitrarily as the calcium
concentration corresponding to 50% suppression of PTH secre-
tion [21, but a more physiologic definition is the target value for
the calcium homeostatic system [3]. The relationship between
calcium and PTH is influenced in a complex manner by a low
calcitriol level, which is an independent stimulus to PTH secretion
[1—3]. The effect of a raised plasma phosphate is partly the result
of reciprocal changes in calcium and calcitriol levels, but phos-
phate can also stimulate PTH secretion directly [4—61. Each of the
three primary factors can be altered in chronic renal failure, and
their relative importance continues to be debated [7, 8], but the
role of parathyroid size is still often ignored. I will present the
evidence for parathyroid enlargement, including both hypertro-
phy and hyperplasia, as a major determinant of PTH hypersecre-
tion, review what is known about parathyroid cell proliferation
and turnover and how it is disturbed in renal failure, and consider
the therapeutic implications of the material presented.
THE IMPORTANCE OF PARATHYROID SIZE
In 1966, Stanbury and Lumb reviewed all available reports of
total parathyroid weight at autopsy in subjects dying with chronic
renal failure, and not selected with respect to the condition of
their bones [9]. In 119 cases, the values were log-normally
distributed, and the geometric mean weight was 0.187 (x/--2.23)g,
a relative increase of 67%, and the range was 0.045 g to 0.891 g [11
By contrast, in 26 subjects with histologic evidence of osteitis
fibrosa, the specific bone disease of hyperparathyroidism [10], the
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geometric mean weight was 3.52 (xI±2.35)g, about 20 times
greater, with range 0.78 g to 12.0 g [1]. There was only minimal
overlap, and total parathyroid weight was less than 1.0 g in all
patients without osteitis fibrosa, and greater than 1.0 g in almost
all patients with osteitis fibrosa [9]. Both the geometric mean and
range were much the same as for single adenomas causing osteitis
fibrosa in primary hyperparathyroidism [1, 11]. More recently,
similar values for geometric mean and range of total excised
weight have been found in patients with chronic renal failure
needing parathyroid surgery [12, 13], although these values will
reflect both historical changes in medical treatment and local
variations in surgical policy [1].
To those familiar with these data, it has always seemed obvious
that parathyroid size was the major determinant of the severity of
PTH hypersecretion in patients with chronic renal failure, and
that this relationship underlay both the justification and the
success of parathyroid resection in such patients [8, 13]. However,
evidence for this has remained indirect and circumstantial, be-
cause of the difficulty of measuring parathyroid size accurately
during life by noninvasive means. Radiologists have devised a
variety of procedures for parathyroid localization but have shown
little interest in size, reflecting the needs of their surgical col-
leagues. For studying pathogenesis and monitoring the effects of
medical treatment, the emphasis is just the opposite: size is
paramount and location largely irrelevant! For this purpose,
ultrasonography, with careful attention to many technical require-
ments, has been the most successful technique. In some hands,
this method has been sufficiently sensitive to detect the increase in
parathyroid volume brought about by lithium administration [14],
and the decrease brought about by pulsed administration of
la-hydroxylated derivatives of vitamin D [15]. More recently,
ultrasonography has been used to demonstrate a significant
relationship between parathyroid volume and dynamic indices of
PTH hypersecretion [16], the first time that this has been accom-
plished.
The importance of parathyroid cell number, as a determinant of
total PTFI secretion rate and plasma calcium level, was demon-
strated experimentally in 1966 [171 and deduced from a theoret-
ical model in 1969 [18]. Further refinement of the model led to
several important conclusions [1, 19]. First, an increase in cell
number has a smaller effect on PTH secretion than the same
relative increase in secretory set-point, but cell number can
increase over a much wider range. Second, the effect of cell
number on PTH secretion and plasma calcium is magnified by, but
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does not require, a non-suppressible component to PTH secre-
tion. Third, the biological advantage of operating on the central
steep portion of the sigmoid curve relating PTH secretion to
calcium, which is the ability to defend against both hyper- and
hypocalcemia [3, 20], is best preserved if both cell number and
secretory set-point are increased, as in most patients with primary
hyperparathyroidism. As predicted by the model, there is a highly
significant correlation between parathyroid tumor size and plasma
calcium with an average r value of about 0.6, ranging from 0.4 to
0.8 in different series [1]. The correlation between tumor weight
and circulating PTH level was improved by including ultrastruc-
tural indices of hormone secretion [211. The most impressive
correlation (r = 0.98)was found between parathyroid volume and
stimulated PTH secretion in patients with post-transplant hyper-
calcemia [22].
As the importance of parathyroid size has become more widely
recognized, so has more investigative attention been given to the
mechanisms underlying parathyroid enlargement. As with any
organ, it is important to distinguish between increased cell volume
(hypertrophy) and increased cell number (hyperplasia). Hypertro-
phy of both cells and nuclei accompanies increased hormone
secretion [23—25], but the increases are generally less than two-
fold, and the changes are completely reversible when the stimulus
to increased hormone secretion is removed [25, 26]. Hyperplasia
is much slower to develop, the changes can be of much larger
magnitude, and they are rarely reversible, even long after the
stimulus is removed [25, 26]. Most early work, including a classic
paper on dietary phosphate intake [27], reported only parathyroid
volume, and only recently has it been demonstrated that phos-
phate administration increases parathyroid cell number, as the
result of increased cell division [25, 28]. Since hyperplasia rather
than hypertrophy is the major determinant of parathyroid en-
largement in chronic renal failure, the regulation of normal and
abnormal cell proliferation, rather than the regulation of normal
and abnormal hormone secretion, is the key to the understanding
of uremic hyperparathyroidism [11.
PARATHYROID CELL PROLIFERATION AND ITS
REGULATION
From the standpoint of cell kinetics, there are two major classes
of tissue [29, 30]. In those with high turnover, cells of short life
span are continually replaced from a population of self-replicating
stem cells, that in the skin and intestinal mucosa, but not in the
bone marrow, are anatomically as well as functionally segregated.
In tissues with low turnover there are no separate stem cells, and
all cells have the capability not only of expressing the differenti-
ated function appropriate to the tissue, but, if the need arises, of
interrupting this function in order to enter the cell cycle. Such
tissues are known as discontinuously replicating, or conditionally
renewing [29]. Although long suspected [1, 19], it has only recently
been demonstrated unequivocally that the parathyroid gland
belongs to this category, both in the rat [25], and in the human
[31]. In the adult rat, normal parathyroid cell turnover is about
50%/year, corresponding to a mean cell life span of about two
years [25]. In humans, the normal rate of parathyroid cell turnover
is about 5%/year, corresponding to a mean cell life span of about
20 years [311. Since adult parathyroid weight remains stable [11,
these low rates of cell gain must be balanced by equivalent rates
of cell loss by apoptosis, although this process has not yet been
detected in the parathyroid gland [25, 28].
The adult parathyroid gland not only has a rate of cell turnover
that is lower than in any other tissue in the body except nerve and
muscle, but it responds much less adequately than other tissues to
cell loss. The proliferative response to hemi-resection is much
more sluggish than in the thyroid gland [32], reflecting the
absence both of a trophic hormone and of whatever mechanisms
enable the liver and the kidney to undergo rapid regeneration [29,
30]. Consequently, changes in parathyroid cell number, in either
direction, can only occur very slowly. Apart from its obvious
physiological importance, the distinction between high and low
turnover tissues is also relevant to the behavior of cells in culture.
Regardless of their tissue of origin, cultured cells have an intrinsic
drive to proliferate rapidly until they reach confluence or are
deprived of serum. Such in vitro behavior is much closer to the in
vivo behavior for high than for low turnover tissues. Parathyroid
cells in culture have a doubling time of only one to two days [33],
much shorter even than during peak embryonic growth in vivo,
with doubling times of seven to ten days [1]. For this reason,
studies of growth in cultured parathyroid cells [34, 35] may be
quite misleading with respect to their in vivo proliferative behavior
in the adult organism.
The designation of a low turnover tissue as conditionally
renewing [291 implies that cell proliferation will increase above its
usual low level when more cells are needed. In endocrine glands,
the need for more cells is created by an increased demand for
hormone secretion that cannot be satisfied by the present number
of cells. The parathyroid gland has a hierarchy of mechanisms for
increasing hormone secretion by individual cells that operate over
progressively longer time scales [1—3, 20]: release of stored
hormone, decreased hormone degradation, and increased hor-
mone biosynthesis. There is also a mechanism, possibly unique to
the parathyroid gland, for recruitment of temporarily inactive
cells into activity [36]. The notion of a secretory cycle was
originally proposed on the basis of the ultramicroscopic distinc-
tion between light and dark chief cells [37], a distinction that
recent electron microscopists have dismissed as artifact [23]. But
the existence of a secretory cycle has been demonstrated unequiv-
ocally by applying the reverse hemolytic plaque assay to dispersed
parathyroid cells [36, 38]. This phenomenon is relevant to the
present discussion for two reasons. First, inability to prolong
indefinitely the period of secretory inactivity may underlie the
minimum non-suppressible rate of PTH secretion by the whole
gland [39], although this phenomenon may be of short duration in
view of the frequency with which circulating intact PTH levels are
undetectable in patients with non-parathyroid hypercalcemia [40].
Second, if the demand for increased PTH secretion is long
sustained, it can only be met by an increase in parathyroid cell
number, and cells that have temporarily interrupted hormone
secretion can most appropriately respond to a proliferative stim-
ulus [1].
Since hypocalcemia is the main circumstance that requires an
increase in PTH secretion, hypocalcemia should also he the main
stimulus to increased parathyroid cell proliferation. Although
there are some inconsistencies in the published data, this predic-
tion has been reasonably well confirmed [1]. Until recently the
most convincing results have been obtained with organ culture, in
which lower ambient calcium concentrations have been accompa-
nied by increased prevalence of both mitosis [41] and of S-phase
cells labeled with tritiated thymidine [42]. The paradoxical results
with cultured parathyroid cells were mentioned earlier [34, 35]. In
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very young rats, the increase in parathyroid volume in response to
dietary calcium restriction was due mainly to hypertrophy [231, but
with more severe hypocalcemia, the duration of secretory inactiv-
ity may be too short to permit entry into the cell cycle [1].
Parathyroid hyperplasia in response to calcium deficiency has
been inferred from increased weight and unchanged protein/DNA
ratio [431, but at the time of sacrifice the presumed increase in
DNA synthesis had subsided. More recently, phosphate adminis-
tration, which induces hypocalcemia, increased PTH secretion,
and increased serum calcitriol levels, has been found to increase
parathyroid cell proliferation and induce parathyroid hyperplasia
[24, 25]. The latter changes were not shown unequivocally to be
the result of hypocalcemia, but this appeared to be the most
plausible explanation, although phosphate also has a direct effect
on parathyroid cell proliferation, as well as on hormone secretion
[4, 6].
Another circumstance that may require an increase in PTH
secretion is calcitriol deficiency. Because of its many other effects,
maintenance of calcitriol production could be important for
reasons unrelated to its role in calcium homeostasis [44]. This is a
likely function for a subsidiary feedback loop, whereby a low
circulating calcitriol level increases PTH secretion independent of
calcium, and increased circulating PTH increases the activity of
the renal 1c-hydroxylase [7, 8, 20, 45]. For the same reason as for
prolonged hypocalcemia, prolonged calcitriol deficiency would be
expected to increase cell proliferation as well as hormone secre-
tion in the parathyroid gland, and some experimental evidence for
this relationship has been obtained [34, 35, 43, 45J. Hypocalcemia
stimulates parathyroid cell proliferation in part, by interacting
with a paracrine mechanism involving acidic FGF and its receptor
[46]. Whether calcitriol acts via the same system, or via a separate
mechanism such as the c-myc proto-oncogene [34], or whether
calcitriol has a generalized antiproliferative effect that is not
specific to parathyroid cells [45], is unclear. Increased cell prolif-
eration could also be linked directly to increased hormone
secretion, as in other endocrine glands [1].
INCREASED PARATHYROID CELL PROLIFERATION AND
HYPERPLASIA IN CHRONIC RENAL FAILURE
Based on the preceding analysis, it is likely that increased
parathyroid cell proliferation is a later consequence of whatever
factors lead to increased PTH secretion in renal failure. The
bimodal distribution of parathyroid weights [91 implies that mild
parathyroid hyperplasia occurs in most patients with chronic renal
failure, but that hyperplasia of sufficient severity to need parathy-
roid surgery develops only in a small minority. It seems reasonable
to attribute the former to the same abnormalities as the near-
universal parathyroid hormone hypersecretion, namely some
combination of mild hypocalcemia, hyperphosphatemia and cal-
citriol deficiency [1, 2, 7, 8], but some patients with early chronic
renal failure have PTH hypersecretion despite normal circulating
levels of both ionized calcium, phosphate and calcitriol [7, 8, 45,
47]. One possible explanation for this paradox is that in most
clinical studies, measurements are made on a single serum sample
obtained in the early morning fasting state, but it may require
multiple circadian samples to identify changes early in the disease
course. Whatever the explanation, which of the abnormalities
occurs first, and which is the most important, is uncertain for both
PTH hypersecretion and PT hyperplasia, and may differ between
patients for reasons unknown.
A good candidate for a factor which could lead to much more
severe parathyroid growth in a minority of patients is an increase
in PTH secretory set-point. Parathyroid cells with an increase in
set-point will respond to erroneously perceived hypocalcemia in
the same way as normal parathyroid cells respond to actual
hypocalcemia, with an increase in hormone secretion followed by
an increase in cell proliferation [1, 481. In unselected dialysis
patients, the secretory set-point is normal and does not increase
with the severity of hyperparathyroidism [49], but in many patients
needing surgical removal of parathyroid tissue, an increase of
secretory set-point has been found in dispersed cells obtained at
surgery [50], an abnormality even more evident in cells harvested
from nodular regions within the enlarged gland [51]. More
recently, reduced expression of the calcium sensing serpentine
receptor, the probable regulator of the secretory set-point [521,
has been found in such patients [53], although the mechanism is
unknown. In primary hyperparathyroidism, an increase in secre-
tory set-point has been proposed as an explanation for retardation
of tumor growth as the new clone of cells becomes large enough
to raise the patient's serum calcium to the new set-point, so that
growth is asymptotic or Gompertzian in character [1, 48]. But in
severe secondary hyperparathyroidism, because of the many fac-
tors in chronic renal failure that impair the effectiveness of PTH
in raising plasma calcium [7, 8], the increase in total hormone
secretion necessary to attain the new set-point can be achieved
only with an enormous increase in the number of secretory cells
[13].
An increase in secretory set-point due to reduced calcium
receptor expression [53] also provides a plausible explanation for
the development of hypercalcemia in a minority of patients with
severe secondary hyperparathyroidism [13]. In such patients, both
parathyroid weight [54, 55], and the rate of DNA synthesis [13]
are positively correlated with both PTH levels and plasma cal-
cium, indicating that it is not hormone secretion but rather growth
that has become autonomous, since plasma calcium is behaving as
the dependent, rather than as the independent, variable [1, 13], a
conclusion supported by the sustained restoration of normocalce-
mia after surgery [13, 55]. The birth rate of new cells is higher than
in primary parathyroid adenomas, and does not slow down as in
primary hyperparathyroidism, but remains as rapid as when the
glands first began to enlarge soon after the onset of renal failure
[13]. Calcitriol administration reduces PTH biosynthesis, but its
effect on the parathyroid secretory set-point is inconsistent [56].
However, if progressive resistance to the hypercalcemic effect of
PTH is combined with an increase in secretory set-point, the
target of the parathyroid cells is continually receding instead of
remaining stable. This phenomenon will be augmented by the
lower levels of calcitriol receptors in parathyroid cells from uremic
patients [57], and consequent lesser responsiveness of these cells
to calcitriol [58].
Further insight into the mechanism of the growth disorder is
provided by the histologic distinction between diffuse and nodular
hyperplasia. The nodules consist of cells that are more closely
packed together with larger nuclei and a greater prevalence of cell
cycle markers [59, 60], more cycling cells by flow cytometry [61],
greater depletion of calcitriol receptors [57], and, as mentioned
earlier, higher secretory set-point [51]. Detailed histochemical
and immunocytochemical studies indicate similarity in gene ex-
pression between the cells in each nodule, but differences between
nodules [62]. Each nodule could have arisen from a different
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single cell or, more likely, from a group of adjacent cells that
themselves were the clonal descendants of a founding cell present
during embryonic development, and so constitute a "patch" [63].
In some cases, parathyroid glands removed from such patients
have been reported as monoclonal, implying an origin from a
single mutant cell [64]. The biochemical determination of clonal-
ity, based on polymorphism for X-linked DNA sequences, is less
rigorous than the morphologic determination of clonality, based
on studying gene expression in individual cells [Parfitt, unpub-
lished data]. Consequently, the proportion of the original hyper-
plastic gland that contributed to the tumor, and the relationship
between such a tumor and the hyperplastic nodules previously
described is unclear. It is possible that each nodule is already a
monoclonal tumor, but more likely that such tumors arise at a
later time within one or more nodules.
The parathyroid growth response in chronic renal failure
progresses through several stages. Diffuse, polyclonal, secondary
hyperplasia is initiated by hypocalcemia and becomes more severe
as the result of calcitriol deficiency. Because of reduced calcium
receptor expression and consequent increase in secretory set-
point in some cells, the hyperplasia becomes nodular and multi-
clonal, and the glandular enlargement asymmetric and often
accompanied by hypercalcemia. The next stage is the emergence
of an adenoma as the expression of a mutation in one of the cells
in a nodule. Since mutations occur preferentially, or perhaps
exclusively, in dividing cells [Parfitt, unpublished data], the prob-
ability of a mutation would have been increased by the prior
increase in the rate of cell proliferation [1, Parfitt, unpublished
data]. This sequence is referred to as tertiary hyperparathyroid-
ism, a term best reserved for the disorder that combines in its
etiology the hyperplasia of secondary hyperparathyroidism with
the monoclonality of primary hyperparathyroidism [1]. In some
cases, there may be loss of a tumor suppressor gene on chromo-
some-il, a molecular defect found also in some primary parathy-
roid adenomas [66]. In other cases, the mutation may be respon-
sible for the increase in secretory set-point, as has been proposed
for primary hyperparathyroidism [48]. The final and least common
stage is malignant transformation leading to parathyroid carci-
noma, an event that seems to occur with unusual frequency in
patients on long-term hemodialysis [1], possibly because of defec-
tive DNA repair [67], as well as increased cell proliferation.
THERAPEUTIC IMPLICATIONS OF PARATHYROID
GROWfH
There is a long-standing and pervasive assumption that if the
initial stimulus to cell proliferation is removed, the enlarged
parathyroid glands in patients with renal failure will eventually
return to their previous size. This assumption is based on misin-
terpretation of cross-sectional differences in parathyroid size [271
and of ultrastructural indices of reduced hormone secretion and
release [68], and erroneous analogies with other endocrine glands
[1]. Nevertheless, it remains uncertain that a non-destructive
increase in cell loss is possible in human parathyroid glands.
Synthetic compounds that activate the serpentine calcium sensing
receptor reduce the secretory set-point and inhibit PTH secretion
[69]. As expected from the preceding discussion, parathyroid cell
size is reduced, but cell number is unaffected [70]. Such com-
pounds could be useful to counteract the effect of reduced
serpentine receptor expression, and to prevent an additional
stimulus to hyperplasia, but are unlikely to reverse hyperplasia
once it has occurred. The absence of a trophic hormone may limit
the capacity of the parathyroid gland for involution, as well as for
growth, but even in the thyroid gland, regression of hyperplasia is
less frequent and less complete than is commonly assumed [26].
In low turnover conditionally renewing tissues, cell loss occurs
by apoptosis [71]. If the duration of DNA fragmentation is only 30
minutes [721, its prevalence in the normal human parathyroid
gland would be only about 1/350,000 cells. Apoptosis could not be
detected even in the rat parathyroid [25, 28], in which its
prevalence should be ten times greater, probably because too few
cells were examined. Indirect evidence for parathyroid apoptosis
was obtained in three-month-old vitamin D deficient chicks, in
which vitamin D replacement was rapidly followed by a parallel
reduction in parathyroid weight, protein and DNA content, but
there was no direct evidence for reduction in cell number [73].
Apoptosis must occur in the human parathyroid gland, or else
parathyroid size would increase about seven-fold between ages 30
and 70 years (1.05° = 7.04), but why and when it occurs, and
whether the normal rate can be increased, are completely un-
known. If cell birth rate fell to zero, and apoptosis continued at
the normal rate of 5%/year, parathyroid cell number would fall by
about 40% in ten years and 3.0 g of surplus parathyroid tissue
would shrink to 0.5 g in about 35 years.
These extremely pessimistic calculations concerning the possi-
bilities of parathyroid involution have several important implica-
tions for therapy. First, it is clear that even more emphasis needs
to be placed on the prevention of parathyroid hyperplasia in early
chronic renal failure [45, 58, 74]. Since PT hyperplasia is always a
later response than PTH hypersecretion to the same stimuli, if
PTH levels are increased more than twofold for more than six
months, it is safe to assume that some PT hyperplasia has already
occurred. Prevention of PTI-I hypersecretion, which is easy to
monitor, will prevent PT hyperplasia, which at present is impos-
sible to monitor in its early stages. Second, once severe hyper-
parathyroidism has been allowed to occur, then however success-
ful medical treatment may be in reducing PTH hypersecretion, it
should be assumed, in the absence of evidence to the contrary,
that no significant reduction in parathyroid cell number will have
occurred. Consequently, the dose of calcitriol found necessary to
maintain a desirable degree of reduction in PTH secretion will
need to be continued indefinitely. Furthermore, unless the in-
creased rate of parathyroid cell proliferation can be reduced to
normal, something not yet shown to be possible, the suppressive
dose of calcitriol will eventually need to be further increased. In
one of the few prospective controlled clinical trials in this field,
there was no significant difference in the response to oral and
intravenous calcitriol given in the same dose, and after 36 weeks
there was no change in ultrasonographically determined parathy-
roid size or dynamic indices of PTH hypersecretion, regardless of
the route of administration [75].
An important unresolved issue is whether it is possible to
stimulate apoptosis in parathyroid cells and so accelerate involu-
tion. There are precedents for this possibility in other endocrine
glands. In many pituitary tumors, dopamine agonists such as
bromocryptine can reduce size as well as hormone secretion [76].
Furthermore, in several kinds of tissue that are hyperplastic as a
result of endocrine stimulation, abrupt withdrawal of the relevant
trophic factor can induce apoptosis [71]. If calcitriol is a negative
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parathyroid growth factor, then a large abrupt rise in its concen-
tration might have the same effect as a large abrupt fall in the
concentration of a positive growth factor. There have been several
reports that pulse administration of calcitriol in high dose (8 j.g)
may be followed by substantial reduction (about 40%) of para-
thyroid volume determined ultrasonographically [13, 77]. Calcit-
riol may induce parathyroid apoptosis in rats [78], but no histo-
logic verification has been reported in the clinical studies, and the
shrinkage could reflect reductions in cell size and in vascularity,
rather than in cell number. Furthermore, in the controlled trial
previously referred to [75], calcitriol was administered in pulse
fashion, although the maximum dose of 4 xg may have been too
small to achieve the effects reported with a higher dose.
Disordered parathyroid growth also has implications for the
surgical management of hyperparathyroidism. The first procedure
carried out was subtotal parathyroidectomy leaving only a portion
of the smallest gland [79]. Much later an alternative procedure
was introduced, namely total parathyroidectomy and autotrans-
plantation of tissue into the forearm [80]. The advantages claimed
were that monitoring of the function of the autograft was easier
because its venous drainage was accessible, and if the remnant
grew rapidly enough for severe hyperparathyroidism to recur,
re-exploration would be easier [81]. More recently, total parathy-
roidectomy without autotransplantation has been recommended
[82]. The prolonged maintenance of normocalcemia that some-
times follows this procedure is presumed to depend on parathy-
roid embryonic rests that were too small or too aberrant in
location to be removed. Each of these procedures has its propo-
nents and opponents, but the long-term results of each are quite
similar [83]. Whatever procedure is used, it is important to avoid
spillage of abnormal cells, which may lead to recurrence due to
parathyromatosis [83]. More important than the choice between
procedures is the timing, regardless of which one is adopted.
Parathyroidectomy is usually considered only as a last resort
after protracted attempts at securing adequate suppression of
PTH secretion by medical means have failed. This attitude reflects
the misconception that only the function of the glands, rather than
their size, is an appropriate therapeutic target. An estimate of
parathyroid size, in conjunction with an estimate of likely life
expectancy, would provide a more rational basis for the timing of
parathyroid surgery [15, 58]. If expert and well validated ultra-
sonographic examination is unavailable, then an index of PTH
suppressibility by calcium would be a reasonable surrogate [16]. If
parathyroidectomy was carried out before loss of calcium receptor
expression, increase in secretory set-point and development of
nodular hyperplasia, subtotal parathyroidectomy, followed by
calcitriol to control the secretion and growth of the parathyroid
remnant, should be effective and rarely followed by recurrence of
severe hyperparathyroidism. Conversely, if parathyroidectomy is
delayed until the patient has severe osteitis fibrosa or hypercal-
cemia, then nodular hyperplasia or adenoma formation can be
presumed. If total parathyroidectomy is chosen, it makes sense to
transplant only tissue harvested from the smallest and least
nodular gland, or, if all glands are nodular, from an internodular
region [81, 84]. Indiscriminate choice of transplanted tissue is
more likely to be followed by aggressive and even invasive growth
[85]. Although this is clear in principle, the best method of
ultra-operative selection of cells with the lowest potential for
proliferation remains to be established [861.
A final issue is the management of persistent post-transplant
hypercalcemia. Although this may have several possible causes,
persistent hyperparathyroidism is the most likely [19, 87, 88]. This
is now less common than in the past, presumably because control
of PTH hypersecretion has improved, but still occurs in about 5%
of patients [88, 891, and hypercalcemia of unchanged severity can
continue for ten years or more [19]. Restoration of normal renal
function should arrest further increase in parathyroid cell number,
and lead to complete reversal of hypertrophy. But if stable
hypercalcemia lasts for more than one year after renal transplan-
tation, its permanence should be assumed, and surgical treatment
should be considered [88, 90]. For reasons discussed previously,
the rate of involution due to apoptosis will be too slow to be of
clinical importance. Patients with post-transplant hypercalcemia
are often relatively young, they have usually had substantial loss of
appendicular cortical bone before transplantation [87], and they
only have a single functioning kidney. Any one of these three
circumstances would usually be regarded as a reasonable indica-
tion for surgery in a patient with primary hyperparathyroidism,
and the concurrence of all three would, in the judgement of most
endocrinologists, make surgery mandatory. There may be several
good reasons for postponing or avoiding parathyroid surgery in
patients with sustained post-transplant hypercalcemia, but expec-
tation that the condition will resolve spontaneously is not among
them.
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